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Yet the fact that this is the 15th version of this definition reminds us that cloud computing is a rapidly evolving idea.
Regardless, people are devoting a lot of money and attention to this topic, as cloud computing promises to bring significant changes to the world of computing. W hether "the cloud" will be beneficial or detrimental is a current debate. 2, 3 Digital Revolution, Looming Threat, or Gibberish?
Some ethicists see cloud computing as another incremental step in a larger "virtualization" of human civilization. Luciano Floridi-a philosopher well known for his work in information ethics-views cloud computing as part of the "fourth revolution." 4 According to Floridi, this digital revolution follows the previous Copernican, Darwinian, and Freudian revolutions. These science-based revolutions fundamentally changed our understanding of both the world and ourselves.
Floridi sees cloud computing as the first "graceful step out" of the idea that computers need humans. 4 When compared to locally controlled computers, computing resources in the cloud are remote from their users and more independent. Data in the cloudboth personal and public-could change our fundamental views about ownership, accessibility, and the usefulness of information and knowledge. Floridi embraces what he sees as positive trends in the cloud.
Not everyone is as enthused about cloud computing. Larry Ellison, the founder of Oracle, has been quoted as saying,
The interesting thing about cloud computing is that we've redefined cloud computing to include everything that we already do. The computer industry is the only industry that is more fashion-driven than women's fashion. 
Centralized Computing: The Pendulum Swings
Many agree with the idea that cloud computing is becoming ubiquitous. However, some scholars take this a step further by viewing it as a natural progression that's moving computing on the path of acceptance previously taken by utilities such as running water and centrally generated electricity. 6 If computing, like tap water, becomes so commonplace that we rarely think about it consciously, how will that change us?
Ellison might be right that much of what we hear about cloud computing is hype. However, Stallman is also correct in that cloud computing does centralize power. The spread of small computers, led initially by the IBM PC, literally put computing into the hands of individuals. Miniaturization has produced smaller and smaller computers, smart phones, smart cards, and GPS navigators. But the computing done "onboard" these devices is increasingly less important than the connections the devices make to larger sociotechnical systems: the Internet, navigation satellites, and the cloud.
Issues concerning how computing affects power relationships have long interested scholars who study technology and society. 7 The Internet has always connected individuals to other individuals and organizations, but from the start, it has required intricate cooperation and sharing of resources.
When the Internet is used to further centralize computing power and user data, the pendulum seems to be swinging away from individual autonomy and toward more concentrated power in fewer hands. If the holders of this power are beneficent, or at least benign, we can imagine that the centralization can be to our advantage; for example, centralized electrical power is often, though not universally, seen as a societal good.
However, if an individual relies on large corporations to deliver computing power and safeguard data via the cloud, then the individual will be placing a great deal of trust in that corporation-and in their clouds.
S
ome, like Stallman, see the increasing use of cloud computing as a looming threat, a corporate power grab. Others, like Floridi, see the cloud as another step toward a more evolved "infosphere," where new efficiencies and creative possibilities will emerge. It's too early to empirically determine if one, or both, of these visions is accurate.
However, IT professionals will be the engineers who will design, develop, and deploy the various technologies that will enable the cloud. So, it behooves us to be aware of both the opportunities and vulnerabilities that the cloud presents.
